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WHAT I SHOULD HAVE SAID

A Novel

by

Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri

――――――――――――――――――

Zakariya means: the one who remembers.

He remembered everything.

That was the problem.

――――――――――――――――――
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“The worst thing: to give yourself away in exchange for not enough  
love.”

— Joyce Carol Oates

“We accept the love we think we deserve.”
— Stephen Chbosky

“To say nothing is sometimes the most dangerous thing to say.”
— Anonymous
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PART ONE
The Room

Present Day — Where the Remembering Begins
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Chapter One
 The Way Regret Sits

There is a particular way that regret sits in a room. It does not announce itself. It 

does not arrive with noise or drama or the decency of a clear entrance. It is simply 

there when you wake up — occupying the chair in the corner, filling the silence 

between one breath and the next, present in the three seconds before the mind 

fully surfaces from sleep and the day has not yet assembled its requirements. In 

those three seconds, when the self is still undefended, regret has the room entirely 

to itself.

Zakariya knew this the way he knew his own face in the mirror. He had been 

waking up to it for long enough that he had stopped being surprised by it. The 

surprise had worn off somewhere around the time he stopped counting the years. 

Now it was simply part of the morning — as reliable as the sound of the city 

outside the window, as unremarkable as the particular quality of light at this 

hour, as his.

He was sitting by the window. The tea on the table had gone cold twenty minutes 

ago, perhaps more. He had not touched it. He had been watching a point on the 

wall across from him — not seeing it, exactly, but seeing something else through 

it: something in a different room, in a different year, in a classroom that smelled 

of chalk and the particular nervous electricity that fills a space when you are 

fourteen years old and the person sitting two rows ahead of you has just turned 

around.

She had asked if he had a pencil.
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He had had a pencil.

That was how it had started. With a pencil and a turned head and a question so 

ordinary that  the universe  had not  bothered to  mark it  as  the  beginning of 

anything. The universe rarely does. The beginnings that matter most arrive in the 

grammar  of  the  mundane  —  in  borrowed  pencils  and  small  favors  and 

accidentally shared spaces — because if they arrived with the weight of what they 

actually are,  the person they are happening to would not be able to remain 

standing.

Zakariya had remained standing. He had handed over the pencil. He had  

watched her turn back. He had spent the next several years trying to  

understand why the world had rearranged itself in that single moment,  

and he had never arrived at an answer that felt complete. Some answers  

are not available in the form of answers. They are only available in the  

form of the living-through.

He picked up the cold tea. He drank it anyway. The cold did not bother him. There 

were worse things than cold tea. He had a comprehensive personal inventory of 

worse things.
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Chapter Two
 The List He Never Wrote

He had never written it down. The losses. He was not a person who wrote things 

down in the confessional sense — not a journal keeper, not a man who converted 

his  interior  into documents  and stored them somewhere.  He kept  the losses 

inside,  which  meant  they  kept  him  inside  them,  which  was  perhaps  the 

arrangement he had decided, somewhere below the level of conscious decision, 

that he deserved.

Three. There had been three of them. Three losses that were also, in the cases that 

mattered most, his own failures — failures of nerve, of timing, of the simple 

human ability to say the true thing out loud when saying it mattered and the 

window was open and the person was there and the saying would have changed 

everything.

Three. The word sat in his chest like a stone that had been there so long it had 

stopped feeling like a foreign object.

The first was Zara. Class eight, class nine, the board switch, the years. The first 

love — if love is the right word for what a fourteen-year-old carries inside him 

like something he has no container for, something too large for all the available 

containers.

The second was Nida. Two days. The story of Nida was two days long and the 

regret of it was much longer, which was its particular, painful economy.

The third was Hana. The third was the one that sat heaviest. The one he could not 

think about fully without arriving at the specific, recurring image of her face the 
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last  time  he  had  seen  it  —  not  angry,  which  would  have  been  easier,  but 

something worse. The look of a person who had fought for a thing and watched 

the thing she was fighting for walk away from the field.

He thought: I am sitting by a window with cold tea and three names that  

will not leave me alone. I am the man who always had the right feeling  

and the wrong timing. I am the man who practiced the sentence and  

swallowed it. I am the man who ran from the last war and has been  

wondering ever since why he ran, and what might have been if he hadn't.

He set down the cup. He looked at the wall again.

He thought: perhaps it is time to actually look at it. The whole of it, from the pencil 

to the running. Perhaps the looking is overdue by approximately several years.

He did not move from the window. But something in him shifted — the particular 

internal shift of a person who has been circling something for a long time and has 

finally decided, not with drama but with a quiet exhausted resolution, to stop 

circling and face it.
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PART TWO
Zara

The Education That Teaches Nothing Gently
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Chapter Three
 Class Eight, the Pencil, the Board Switch

He had been a Sindh Board student. This is important — not because the board of 

examination matters philosophically, but because it is the first thing that Zara 

changed about him. The first thing he changed about himself because of her, 

which is a distinction that would matter to him later and not at all to him then.

He was thirteen going on fourteen. Unremarkable in the way that most boys of 

that age are unremarkable — which is to say his unremarkableness contained the 

full compressed energy of a person who had not yet found the thing that would 

organize his life. He studied adequately. He liked cricket some evenings. He did 

not think carefully about the future.

Then Zara sat two rows ahead of him and turned around to ask for a pencil, and 

the future became the one specific thing it had not previously been: the place 

where Zara was.

She had been there the whole time. This is the thing that embarrassed him most, 

in retrospect — that she had been in the same classroom for weeks before the 

pencil, breathing the same chalk-dust air, occupying a position in the room that 

he simply had not noticed. The noticing, once it happened, felt permanent. The 

noticing changed the temperature of his attention whenever she was nearby.

She laughed easily. This was the first specific thing he fixed on — not her face, not 

her voice, but the way she laughed, which was without the self-consciousness that 

most of his classmates deployed as social armor. She laughed like someone who 

had forgotten, in the moment of finding something funny, that other people were 
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watching.  He  found  this  devastating  in  the  specific  way  that  things  are 

devastating when you have no framework yet for understanding what is being 

devastated.

To be fourteen and in the presence of a person whose laugh makes you  

forget what you were doing is to receive the first education that actually  

matters. Everything before it — the syllabi, the examinations, the  

subjects organized by whatever board — is rehearsal. The actual thing  

does not come with a curriculum. It comes without warning and it does  

not wait for you to be ready.

He began to think about Cambridge.

The thinking became a plan. The plan became, through the alchemy of wanting 

something badly enough, a conversation with his parents that he had not known 

he  was  capable  of  having.  He  went  to  his  father.  He  made  the  case:  better 

opportunities,  international  recognition,  a  future  that  the  Cambridge 

qualification prepared you for more thoroughly than the other.

His father said: it is expensive. It is harder. Why now, in the middle of the year?

Zakariya gave the prepared answer. The prepared answer was accurate about the 

surface reasons and silent about the actual one. His father looked at him with the 

expression of a man doing a calculation that he suspects is missing a variable. He 

agreed, provisionally.

His mother came to his room that evening. She sat on the edge of the desk chair. 

She looked at him with the specific quality of attention that mothers have when 

they already know the answer to the question they are about to ask.
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"What is her name?" she said.

He had no idea how she knew. He had said nothing. He opened his mouth and 

closed it.

"It is alright," his mother said. "You don't have to tell me. Just — make sure the 

switch is for you too. Not only for her."

He nodded. He believed this sincerely in the moment. He was wrong in a way that 

he would understand years later and right in a way that would take even longer 

— because the switch was for Zara, and the switch was also for the version of 

himself that the wanting of Zara was in the process of creating. Whether those 

two things can be separated cleanly is a question that does not have a clean 

answer.

The board switch was approved.  He entered the Cambridge curriculum. The 

subjects were harder. The language of the examinations was different. He studied 

with a concentration he had never previously summoned, and the concentration 

was not entirely, perhaps not even primarily, about the examinations.
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Chapter Four
 What He Felt and What He Said

The ratio of what Zakariya felt to what Zakariya said, in the years he was in school 

with Zara, was approximately a thousand to one. He felt enormous things in the 

specific, physical way of the adolescent for whom feeling has not yet developed 

its secondary vocabulary — everything arrived as sensation first, understanding 

second, language a distant third. He said almost nothing.

He was not a coward in the ordinary sense. In other domains he was fine — he 

could  argue  in  a  debate,  could  stand in  front  of  a  class,  could  navigate  the 

ordinary frictions of school with the unremarkable competence of someone for 

whom these things were simply the furniture of the day. Around Zara, something 

different happened.

Every time the moment arrived when the saying was possible — when she was 

nearby and attentive and the conversation had opened a space through which the 

true thing could have been passed — he felt the sentence form in his chest and 

travel toward his mouth and stop there, just behind his teeth, and stay there while 

the moment passed and the space closed and she looked away and the chance 

folded itself up and disappeared.

He had the sentence. He always had the sentence. He could not say it.

There is a particular cruelty in the feeling that is too large to fit through  

the mouth. The feeling wants to be seen. The mouth is afraid of the  

seeing. Between them, the person carrying both lives in a permanent  

interior noise — full of the thing that needs to be said, silent to the  
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person who needs to hear it. The silence accumulates. The accumulation  

becomes its own kind of statement, though not the one he intended.

He found other ways. He made himself useful — the boy who always had the 

notes, who could explain the difficult concept, who was available and present in 

all  the  ways  that  were  not  the  way  that  mattered.  He  became  her  study 

companion, her academic ally, the person she turned to when the material was 

difficult. This proximity was real. It was also not the thing he wanted, which was 

the specific knowledge of whether the proximity meant to her what it meant to 

him.

In class ten he asked a friend to ask.  The friend's  name was Saad — direct, 

practical, capable of the action that the emotionally paralyzed cannot perform for 

themselves. Saad asked. He waited. Saad came back.

The answer: she knows. She has always known. She does not feel the same way.

Zakariya  received  this  with  the  specific  quality  of  a  person  who  has  been 

preparing  for  a  verdict  and  still  finds,  when  the  verdict  arrives,  that  the 

preparation was insufficient. He said: okay. He went home. He sat on the floor of 

his room with his back against the wall and his knees drawn up and nothing to 

do but be in the feeling until the feeling was done with him.

The feeling was not done with him for a long time.



What I Should Have Said  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     14

Chapter Five
 Class Eleven — The Marriage

He found out through the city's network of shared acquaintances, which operates 

with the reliability of infrastructure. Someone told someone who told Saad, who 

sat across from Zakariya one afternoon and said, with the directness that was his 

defining quality: "Zara is getting married."

Zakariya put down his food.

"After class eleven," Saad said. "Her family arranged it. He is older. Works 

abroad."

The world continued around them. Other people spoke, ate, moved. The ordinary 

life of the cafeteria proceeded with the indifference that the world reserves for 

the  moments  when  someone  sitting  in  it  is  being  quietly  reorganized  at  a 

fundamental level.

"Okay," Zakariya said.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes," he said.

He was not okay. What followed was the first genuinely difficult season of his life 

— the first time the difficult was not a school problem or a family tension but 

something that had taken root in him personally, in the specific place where Zara 

had been, and would not be removed by any of the ordinary tools.

He went home that afternoon and told his parents with a directness that only 

desperation  produces  —  bypassing  the  careful  framing  he  would  normally 
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construct, saying the thing directly: he wanted to marry Zara. He was seventeen. 

The sentence arrived in the room with the impact of something that has been 

building for years and has finally found the mouth it needed.

His  father's  expression  was  the  expression  of  a  man  who  had  suspected 

something and had hoped the suspicion was wrong.

His mother said: she is getting married, Zakariya.

"I know. But before — if you would go to them, if there was a conversation —"

"Beta," his father said.

Just that. The one word that contained everything: the understanding of what was 

being asked, the love for the boy asking it, and the impossibility of the answer 

being yes.

The conversation that followed was the most painful of his life to that point. Not 

because anyone was cruel. Because the answer was no and the reasons for no 

were all real and accurate and could not be argued with, and the no was final,  

and the final no is the no that leaves the person with nothing to do but absorb it.

The most devastating no is not the cruel one. The cruel no gives you  

something to push against — a direction for the grief that is also a  

direction forward. The gentle no, the one delivered with full  

acknowledgment that what you feel is real and the answer is still no —  

this no leaves you with only the absorbing. The absorbing takes longer  

than any other kind of processing.

Zara got married after class eleven. She moved to her husband's city. The network 

reported, over the following years, the ordinary milestones of the ordinary life 
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she was living — a home, a child, then another. She was, by every visible measure, 

well.

She was, by every visible measure, gone.

Zakariya went on. This is what people do. They go on. The going-on is not recovery 

and not forgetting. It is the continuation of the life past the point where the life 

contained the thing that had organized it. The life does not immediately know 

what to do with itself.  Then, gradually and without announcement, it  figures 

something out.
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Chapter Six
 What He Carried After

He carried the question. For years. Not the question of whether she had ever felt 

anything — Saad had answered that with his usual directness, and the answer 

had been no. The question he carried was different and harder: does the love 

count for something, even in the absence of return? Is the feeling real if it was 

only ever on one side?

He concluded, eventually, something less poetic and more honest: the love was 

real. The realness was not diminished by the absence of return. The three years 

of  changed  behavior  —  the  board  switch,  the  study  sessions,  the  sentences 

prepared and swallowed — were evidence of something genuine in him. The first 

genuine thing he had organized his life around. That it had not resulted in the 

thing it reached toward was not a comment on the reaching. The reaching had 

value independent of its outcome.

This conclusion took years to arrive at. In the years before it arrived, he lived with 

the unresolved question in the way that unresolved questions are lived with — 

not  always  in  the  foreground,  not  always  dominating,  but  present  in  the 

background the way certain music is present after you have heard it: not always 

audible but always somewhere in the system, shaping the quality of everything 

else.

Some loves do not resolve. They become part of the person — part of the  

formation, the education, the specific shape of the self that reaches  

toward other people and either finds them or does not. The first love that  

is not returned does not teach you that love is impossible. It teaches you  
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that love is real and that reality includes the possibility of its absence  

from the other side. This is a painful lesson. It is also a true one. The true  

ones always cost something worth paying.
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PART THREE
Nida

Two Days, Which Is Longer Than It Sounds
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Chapter Seven
 How Connections Find Their Way

The city is smaller than it appears. Not geographically — it is geographically vast, 

sprawling outward at its edges with the urgency of something that has not been 

told where to stop. Smaller in the human sense: in the way that the people it 

contains are connected through webs of family and neighborhood and school and 

friendship that  make the distance between any two people  shorter  than the 

distance between strangers should be.

Zakariya met Nida because of Saad. Saad had dated a girl named Nida for several 

months. The relationship had ended in the way such relationships end — with the 

sadness of two people who were genuinely fond of each other and genuinely 

unsuited for the long term, which is one of the more honest varieties of ending. 

And Nida was, as the city's web would have it, the cousin of Zara.

Zakariya knew this in the abstract — Saad had mentioned it once, in passing. It 

had not registered as significant because significance depends on what you bring 

to the information, and what he brought to it was not yet formed.

He met her at a gathering. One of those gatherings that cities produce endlessly 

—  part  social  obligation,  part  genuine  pleasure,  assembled  through  the 

intersection of several friendship circles. She was standing near the window. She 

had Zara's family somewhere in her face — something in the structure, the way 

she held her head at a slight angle when she was listening. He noticed this and 

filed it without examining what the filing meant.
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They talked for most of the evening. She was sharp in the way that does not 

perform  itself  —  the  sharpness  appearing  in  the  specific  word  chosen,  the 

observation made without  setup,  the willingness  to  say the  thing that  social 

convention did not require but that made the conversation real. He liked this 

without complication. Numbers were exchanged. Conversations continued.

Perhaps there is a variety of connection that exists specifically in the  

condition of not-yet-knowing — in the window before the full picture is  

clear, before the context arrives to complicate the simplicity of two  

people finding each other genuinely interesting. In this window,  

something real happens. The two days were real. They simply ended  

before they could become something else.
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Chapter Eight
 Two Days

The first day was the gathering and the conversation and the numbers exchanged. 

The second day was the day the context arrived.

Saad called.

Zakariya answered. Saad's voice had the quality of a person who has something 

to say and has already decided to say it  and is  simply working through the 

delivery.

"Nida," Saad said.

"Yes," Zakariya said.

"I know you talked to her."

"Yes."

"She is my ex. You know this."

"I know."

A pause. Then: "She is also Zara's cousin."

The second sentence landed differently from the first. Not because the family 

connection was new information. Because of the order in which Saad had placed 

it — second, as an additional weight, a complication placed on top of the existing 

complication.

Zakariya thought about it for the rest of the day. He thought about Nida — her 

specificity, the quality of her conversation, the genuine interest she had shown in 
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what he said. He thought about whether the drawing toward her was about Nida 

or about the family resemblance he had noticed and filed and not examined. He 

was honest with himself about not knowing the answer with certainty.

He pulled back. Not cruelly, not with a formal declaration, but with the gradual 

withdrawal of attention that ends things before they have begun. The messages 

became less frequent. The frequency became silence.

It lasted two days. In the accounting of his losses, he would mark this as  

a failure of a different kind from Zara — not the failure of the unsaid  

thing but the failure of the overcomplicating mind, the mind that saw the  

web of connections and the potential directions of damage and chose the  

retreat before the complication could be faced. He would not know, for  

years, whether the choice was cowardice or wisdom. He was not sure,  

even now, that the distinction was as clean as it felt from the outside.

What he knew: he had met a person who was genuinely interesting, who had 

found him genuinely interesting in return, and he had walked away in two days 

without explanation. The walking away had its reasons. The reasons were real. 

They did not make the walking away feel entirely clean.

What the two days left, alongside the specific regret, was a question about his own 

interior that had not been clearly visible before. When you are drawn to someone, 

how much of the drawing is about the person and how much is about what the 

person represents? He had been drawn to Nida. She had her own particularity, 

her own interiority, her own way of being. She had not deserved to arrive in a 

story that was still, in some register, organized around someone else.
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PART FOUR
Omar and Hana

The Friend, the Sister, the War He Left
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Chapter Nine
 The Friend Who Arrived Like an Answer

Omar came into Zakariya's life the way certain people come — not through the 

gradual accumulation of shared experience that builds most friendships, but in 

the sudden way of a genuine recognition. Two people who have been the same 

kind of alone and find, in each other, the specific relief  of being understood 

without explanation.

They met through a mutual acquaintance. They talked for six hours on the first 

occasion.  When  Zakariya  walked  home  that  night,  he  felt  the  particular 

lightness  of  a  person who has  put  down something they had been carrying 

without knowing they were carrying it — the weight of not being fully known, of 

maintaining  the  careful  edited  version  of  the  self  that  most  social  contexts 

require. With Omar, the editing felt unnecessary.

Omar had opinions about everything and held them lightly. He could argue for a 

position with genuine conviction and release it entirely when a better argument 

arrived. He read widely and without discrimination, which meant his mind was 

furnished with an extraordinary range of material, all of it connected in ways 

that produced conversations that went places other conversations did not go.

He became Zakariya's closest friend. More than Saad, who was a different kind of 

closeness — the closeness of shared history, the comfort of the known. Omar was 

the closeness of the genuinely seen. He knew the version of Zakariya that had 

been produced after school — the version shaped by Zara and the board switch 
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and the refused proposal and the two days of Nida and the years of carrying the 

question.

Some friendships are resting places. Some are mirrors. The mirror  

friendship is rarer and more uncomfortable and more necessary — the  

one in which the other person reflects you back accurately enough that  

you cannot maintain the comfortable fictions that other relationships  

allow. Omar was this. The reflection was not always pleasant. It was  

always honest. Honest and sometimes unpleasant is the rarest thing a  

friendship can offer and the most valuable.

Zakariya did not know, when he became Omar's closest friend, that he was also 

becoming part of a household. That the evenings spent at Omar's home — the 

meals, the conversations that ran past midnight — were also the slow becoming-

known of a family. That one of the rooms in that house contained a person whose 

existence would eventually reorganize the remaining architecture of his life.
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Chapter Ten
 First Seeing

He saw Hana for the first time on an ordinary Thursday evening.

He had come over for no particular reason — the kind of visit that established 

friendship makes possible, the arrival without agenda. Omar was on the phone 

when he arrived, gestured toward the living room.

Hana was in the living room, reading. She looked up when he came in. She had 

the family eyes — the same shape as Omar's, the same quality of direct attention 

— but in her they were doing something different. In Omar the directness was 

intellectual, the look of a person following a thought. In Hana it was something 

he did not immediately have a word for. Simply the look of a person who was 

fully in the room and did not bother to pretend otherwise.

"Zakariya," he said.

"I know," she said. "Omar has mentioned you."

"Good things, I hope."

She smiled without confirming or denying and went back to her book. He sat 

across from her and did not try to continue the conversation and felt, without 

being  able  to  immediately  account  for  the  feeling,  that  this  was  the  right 

approach.

Omar came in ten minutes later and the evening proceeded. They ate. They talked. 

Hana joined the conversation occasionally, with the specific quality of someone 
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who speaks when they have something worth saying and does not speak to fill 

silence. Zakariya noted this without lingering on the noting.

When he walked home that night,  he thought about something she had said 

during the meal — a comment about a book, a single sentence that had been 

precise and unexpected and had briefly derailed the conversation into territory 

none of them had anticipated. He thought about the sentence for longer than the 

sentence alone warranted.

He filed it. He went to sleep.
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Chapter Eleven
 The Slow Construction of a Feeling

It did not happen quickly. He was careful — careful in the way of a person who 

has been educated by previous experiences, who knows the specific cost of the 

unexamined feeling  acted  on  before  it  is  understood.  He  paid  attention.  He 

noticed things. He did not make conclusions before the noticing had accumulated 

into something that could support them.

Over the months that followed, he learned Hana in the slow lateral way that you 

learn a person who is not performing themselves for you. Not through direct 

revelation but through the accumulation of the small and precise: the things she 

read and why, the way she argued when she disagreed (directly, without the 

softening that convention usually requires), the specific things that made her 

laugh and the specific things that made her go quiet.

She was doing something with her life that she cared about. This was visible in 

the quality of her attention to it — the animation of genuine investment rather 

than practiced enthusiasm. She had a project, something she was building toward 

that was entirely her own. He found this remarkable. He found more remarkable 

the fact that she did not find it remarkable — that she moved through the pursuit 

of it with the ease of someone for whom genuine engagement with life is simply 

the default mode.

He began to have a plan. This was new. With Zara he had waited and felt and 

deferred,  and  the  deferral  had  been  the  plan's  absence.  With  Nida  the 

complications had arrived before the plan could form. With Hana, he planned.
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The plan was not complex. He would not repeat the pattern. He would not carry 

the feeling until it became so large it crushed the possibility of its own expression. 

He would find the right  moment  and say the  thing and let  the  response be 

whatever it was going to be.

The plan required two things: courage, which he believed he had  

assembled from the residue of the previous failures; and timing, which is  

the harder element. Timing requires patience — the discipline of not  

acting too early — and clarity — the ability to recognize when too late is  

approaching. Both are easier to describe than to practice. He practiced  

anyway. He watched for the moment.
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Chapter Twelve
 The Telling

He told Omar first. This was itself a departure — he had not told Saad about Zara 

until the wanting was already years old, had kept the Nida situation entirely 

private. Telling Omar was the plan's first action: the acknowledgment that this 

time he was not going to manage alone.

Omar's response was not immediately what he had hoped for.

Omar was quiet for a long time after Zakariya finished. Then he said, with the 

flatness of a person stating a fact he wishes were not a fact:

"She is my sister."

"I know."

"This changes things."

"I know that too. That is why I am telling you before anything else. Because I 

want to do this right."

"What does right mean to you here?"

Zakariya thought about this seriously. "It means I tell her honestly what I feel. It 

means I  accept whatever she says.  It  means I do nothing that damages your 

friendship with me or her comfort in her own home."

Another silence.

"I need time," Omar said.

"Take it."



What I Should Have Said  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     32

Omar took three days. On the third day he came and said: I am not going to stand 

in the way. But if this goes wrong, if she is hurt, if the friendship becomes a 

casualty —

"That is on me," Zakariya said. "I understand that."

It was not the full blessing he had wanted. It was the provisional one — the 

support that came with the weight of the condition. He accepted it.

The provisional blessing is the most honest kind. It says: I believe you, I  

hope for you, and I am watching. The watching is not distrust. It is the  

love of a person who cares about both parties and has decided, against  

their own anxiety, to trust. The trusting is its own form of courage.
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Chapter Thirteen
 The Garden, the Evening Light, the Saying

He said it on a Tuesday evening. Not a dramatic choice — Tuesday was simply 

when the moment arrived, and he had learned, through the previous experiences, 

that waiting for a better day was how the saying never happened.

They were in the garden of Omar's house. She was on the low wall at the garden's 

edge, reading. The evening light was the particular gold of late afternoon, the kind 

that makes the ordinary world briefly look like the world a painter would choose. 

He sat beside her.

She did not look up immediately. When she did, she marked her page first — this 

small  courtesy,  the  refusal  to  leave  a  thought  mid-sentence  even  for  a 

conversation, was one of the specific things about her he had accumulated in the 

months of noticing.

"I want to tell you something," he said.

"Okay," she said. No performance, no social bracing. Just: okay.

He told her. Not the full archaeology of the feeling but the essential thing, stated 

as directly as he could manage: that he had come to care about her in a way that 

was not the caring-for-your-friend's-sister, that it was specific and personal and 

had been building for some time, and that he wanted her to know it honestly 

rather than have it arrive sideways or not at all.

She listened without interrupting. When he finished she looked at her hands. 

Then she looked at him.
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"I know," she said. "I have known for a while."

"And?"

She paused. In the pause he understood the answer was not going to be simple.

"I need time. It is not a no. It is not a yes. It is complicated, for reasons that 

have nothing to do with you."

"Okay," he said. "Take the time."

She nodded. She picked up her book. He sat beside her in the gold evening light 

for another hour, both of them reading, neither speaking. It was one of the better 

hours of his adult life. He did not know, sitting in it, that it was also one of the last 

comfortable hours before the complication arrived.
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Chapter Fourteen
 The Fight That Started Small

Fights that end significant things rarely begin with the weight they carry. They 

begin with the small thing — the misunderstood word, the misread tone, the 

ordinary friction of two people who are close enough that friction has real heat. 

The significant ending is only visible later, in the full context, when the small 

thing can be seen for what it was: the first thread pulled in a weave that was more 

fragile than it appeared.

The fight began with a comment. Something Zakariya said — or something that 

arrived at Hana the wrong way, or something accurate delivered at the wrong 

moment  in  the  wrong  register.  Even  in  careful  reconstruction  he  could  not 

determine with certainty which of these it was. Memory has its own edits and 

they are not always neutral.

What he was certain of: Hana received it as a criticism. He had not meant it as a 

criticism. The gap between what he had meant and what arrived was the gap 

through which the fight entered.

She argued with the full  weight of  someone who felt  the thing and was not 

interested in managing the feeling for the comfort of the room. He argued back 

in the defensive mode — the mode that protects itself rather than listens, that 

prioritizes the accuracy of intention over the reality of impact. He understood this 

as an error approximately ten minutes too late.

The  fight  expanded.  What  had  begun  with  the  comment  absorbed  the 

neighboring material — the small tensions, the unaddressed moments, the things 
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not-quite-said  that  had  accumulated.  Individually  none  of  them  were  large. 

Together they had sufficient mass.

The fight that ends things does not feel, while it is happening, like the  

fight that will end things. It feels like a fight — temporary, resolvable, the  

kind that leaves a bruise that heals. The recognition of the ending comes  

afterward, in the quality of the silence that follows, in the way the other  

person looks at you the next time and whether the look contains what it  

contained before.

The look, when he saw her next, did not contain the same thing.
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Chapter Fifteen
 Omar's Verdict

Omar came to him three days after the fight. Not angry. With the expression of a 

man who has thought carefully about something and arrived at a conclusion that 

causes him genuine pain and has decided to say it anyway.

"She is upset," Omar said.

"I know."

"She told me what happened."

"And?"

Omar was quiet for a moment. "I think you should give her space. Real space."

"For how long?"

"I don't know. But Zakariya —" Something crossed his face. "She was fighting for 

this. At home, with our parents, making the case for you. She was doing that for 

weeks. And you — you fought with her over something that could have been 

handled differently."

The sentence arrived with its full weight.

She was fighting for you. At home. With her parents. Making the case.

He had not known this. Or had known it only in the abstract — as a fact about 

rooms he was not in. Now it arrived as a felt reality: Hana, in her house, making 

the case for him to the people who needed convincing. Doing the work. Fighting 

the war.
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And then: the fight.

The timing of the fight acquired, in this new light, a quality of genuine cruelty that 

his original understanding had not contained. He had fought with her in the 

middle of her fighting for him. He had made her argument harder to make at the 

moment she was making it.

"I didn't know she was fighting for it," he said.

"You should have," Omar said. Not unkindly. Accurately.

Perhaps the most devastating accountability is the accurate one — the  

kind that does not exaggerate, does not dramatize, does not add  

anything to the indictment beyond what the facts contain. It just places  

the facts in front of you and lets you look. The looking is not punishment.  

The looking is simply what a person who has done something must do in  

order to understand what they have done.

"I am still your friend," Omar said. "This has not changed that. But Zakariya — 

when the space has done what it needs to do, don't wait too long. You know 

what waiting too long costs."

He left. Zakariya sat with: you should have known.

He sat with it for a long time.
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Chapter Sixteen
 Why He Did Not Go Back

This is the chapter he found hardest to inhabit honestly.

Why did he not go back?

The space that Omar asked him to give became, over weeks, the distance that 

prevented the return. Not because it was insurmountable — it was not a physical 

distance, not an irrevocable break. It was the distance of two people who had 

fought and had not yet resolved the fighting. But in the specific context of what 

Hana had been doing for him — the case being made to her parents, the fighting 

at home — this distance had a different texture from ordinary post-fight distance.

He felt the guilt. He felt it with the accuracy of a person who is not given to self-

deception about the things that matter. He had fought with her in the middle of 

her fighting for him. These were facts and they were his facts and they produced 

in him a particular quality of shame.

And the shame, which should have been the motivation to return, became instead 

the reason for the delay. He needed to be better before he went back. He needed 

to have done something with the acknowledgment of the error, to have become 

more genuinely the person who did not fight at the wrong moment, before he 

could ask for the chance again.

This was, he would understand later, a philosophical error dressed as integrity. 

The genuine response to having done someone wrong is not to become worthy of 

forgiveness before seeking it. The genuine response is to seek the forgiveness and 

then, through the relationship that the forgiveness makes possible, to become 



What I Should Have Said  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     40

better. Waiting to be good enough before returning is the pride that calls itself 

humility.

The man who waits until he is worth the returning is the man who never  

returns. Because the becoming-worth-it requires the return — requires  

the presence of the person who received the error, the friction of the real  

relationship, the specific context that the error occurred in. The  

becoming cannot happen in the absence of the thing being returned to.  

The waiting is not preparation. It is the delay that eventually becomes  

what it was pretending not to be: the giving up.

He waited too long.

The window, which had been open and then ajar and then barely ajar, closed. Not 

with a dramatic sound. With the quiet of something that has simply run out of the 

energy required to remain open.
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PART FIVE
The Accounting

What the Remembering Produces
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Chapter Seventeen
 The Pattern, Named

He stood up from the window finally. Made fresh tea. Stood at the counter and 

held the warm cup and looked at the wall and let the whole of the assembled 

picture be what it was.

Three stories. One pattern.

He had been calling the pattern the wrong thing for years. He had called it bad 

timing, which distributed the responsibility across circumstances rather than 

placing it in the person. Timing was real; he did not dismiss it. But timing was not 

the pattern's name.

He  had  called  it  the  fear  of  rejection,  which  was  more  accurate  but  still 

insufficient. The fear of rejection is the fear of the explicit no. He had received an 

explicit no from Zara and had survived it. What organized his behavior in the 

subsequent encounters was not that.

The name was, he thought now: the failure to stay. Not the failure to begin — he 

had begun, each time, with something genuine. Not the failure to feel — the 

feeling had always been real and precise and large. The failure was the staying. 

The staying through the middle — the part where the initial charge has passed 

and what remains is the daily work of being genuinely present with another 

person in all their difficulty and all yours.

With Zara, he had never reached the middle because the silence had kept him at 

the perimeter. With Nida, he had retreated from the complexity before the middle 
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could be entered. With Hana, he had reached the middle and had fought in it and 

then had exited through the side door of the shame that called itself preparation.

The fear of the middle is the fear of being fully known. The beginning  

permits the edited version. The middle strips the editing. The middle is  

where the other person sees what is actually there — the specific  

failures, the specific fears, the specific ways in which you are more  

difficult than the beginning suggested. And underneath the fear of being  

seen fully was the simpler, more embarrassing thing: the fear of being  

seen fully and found insufficient. He had been so afraid of being found  

insufficient that he had created, through the exiting, an insufficiency  

more complete than anything his presence in the middle would have  

produced.
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Chapter Eighteen
 What He Would Say to Each of Them

To Zara,  if  he could:  I  do not regret  the board switch.  Whatever it  cost  and 

whatever it did not produce, it produced something real in me — a seriousness 

about effort, about the possibility of becoming more than the version of myself 

that the easy path was producing. You were the occasion for that. Whether you 

were the cause is a question I have been arguing with for years and am setting 

down now. Thank you for the occasion. I am sorry I never told you what the 

occasion was.

To Nida: you deserved the full conversation. You deserved the honest explanation 

of why I pulled back rather than the silence I gave you instead. The silence was 

the coward's version of consideration — the refusal to wound by explaining, 

which only delays the wound and makes it harder to locate. I am sorry for the 

silence. You were interesting and genuine and you deserved better than two days 

without explanation.

To Hana, the most and the hardest:

You were fighting for me and I did not know it and I fought with you in the middle 

of your fighting and then I waited for reasons that felt like integrity and were 

partially pride and I let the window close. I should have stayed. Not stayed in the 

sense of remaining physically present — I was physically present. Stayed in the 

sense of not letting the shame of the error become the reason for the greater error 

of the permanent withdrawal. You were fighting the hardest for it. You deserved 

the person who fought back.
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Perhaps the most honest accounting of a set of losses is not the  

accounting that explains them but the one that names what was owed  

and not delivered. Not for absolution — the naming does not produce  

absolution, which would require the presence of the named. But for  

precision. The precision of knowing what the actual debt is, rather than  

the vague unlocated guilt that distributes itself evenly and therefore  

nowhere.
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Chapter Nineteen
 Omar, Again

He called Omar that afternoon. Not to report a decision — no decision had been 

made. He called the way you call the person who knows the full context of your 

interior, whose voice is a form of familiar ground.

Omar answered on the second ring.

"Are you free?" Zakariya said.

"For you, yes. What is it?"

"I have been thinking. The whole of it, from the beginning."

"And?"

He told him. Not with philosophical apparatus but in the simpler language of two 

people who know each other's context. He told him about the pattern — the 

control and the management and the exits from the middle and the shame that 

had called itself preparation. He told him what he had wanted to say to each of 

them.

Omar listened with the full resource of his attention. When Zakariya finished, 

Omar was quiet long enough that the quiet had weight. Then he said:

"You already know what I am going to say."

"Yes."

"Then why are you calling?"



What I Should Have Said  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     47

Zakariya thought about this.  "Because knowing it  alone and knowing it  with 

someone else is not the same thing. The alone knowing is mine. The known-with-

someone knowing is real."

"Yes," Omar said. Just that.

They talked for another hour about other things — Omar's work, a book, a film 

they disagreed about. The ordinary conversation of the genuinely close, which 

moves between the significant and the unremarkable with the ease of people who 

do not need to protect the significant from the ordinary.

When Zakariya hung up he felt the specific quality of having been received — of 

having said the true thing to the right person and had it met. This was different 

from resolution. It was better than resolution.

Perhaps this is what friendship at its deepest is: the place where the true  

thing can be said and met. Not agreed with necessarily, not solved, not  

made comfortable. Simply met — received with the full attention of  

someone who knows you well enough to understand what is being said  

beneath the words, and who offers, in the meeting, the proof that the  

saying was worth the saying.
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Chapter Twenty
 The Pencil

He still had a pencil.

Not the original — he had not been the kind of fourteen-year-old who preserved 

things with that quality of foresight. But one of the same kind, found years later 

in a stationery shop and purchased without the ability to fully explain to himself 

why. He kept it in the drawer of his desk — not displayed, not placed where it 

could be seen. In the drawer.

He was not sure what it meant to him now. It was not a shrine. He was past the 

shrine stage and the pastness was genuine. It was more like a coordinate — a 

fixed point on the map of the interior that marked the beginning of the education. 

The beginning of the learning that the feeling is real, that the real feeling requires 

something of the person who carries it, that something can be made from the 

requiring even when the thing reached toward does not reach back.

He sat at his desk sometimes in the evenings with the drawer closed and the 

pencil in the drawer and the city outside conducting its things, and the knowing 

that the pencil  was there was a background fact that accompanied the work 

without interrupting it.  Like the knowing that  the city  was outside.  Like the 

knowing that the people he had loved were somewhere in the world, doing the 

things they were doing.

Zakariya means: the one who remembers. He remembered everything.  

The pencil and the board switch and the refused proposal. The two days  

without explanation. The gold evening light in a garden and the book  
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marked and set down. The fight at the wrong moment. The waiting that  

became the giving-up. The cold tea and the morning of the accounting.  

Omar's voice on the phone. The specific quality of being met.

He remembered everything.

He had stopped believing that the remembering was the problem.

The remembering, examined carefully with the honesty the examining requires, 

was the only way forward that was also the way through.

He remembered.

He continued.

This, finally, was the story.
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EPILOGUE
Six Months Later

――――――――――――――――――

She called him.

It was a Tuesday — a different Tuesday, six months after the morning of the cold 

tea and the accounting. He was at his desk, the pencil-drawer closed beside him. 

His phone was face-up and the name that appeared on it was a name he had not 

expected to appear.

He looked at it for long enough that it stopped ringing.

Then it rang again.

He answered.

"Zakariya."

"Hana."

The silence of a call in which both people understand that the call itself is the 

message before any words arrive.

"Omar told me you called," she said. "Months ago. He told me what you said."

He had not known that Omar had told her. He absorbed this — the specific thing 

Omar had done, quietly,  without announcement — with the recognition of a 
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person understanding an act of love from someone who does not perform love 

but practices it.

"I wanted you to know," she said, "that I heard it."

He did not say: why are you calling now. He did not say: what does this mean. He 

did not run the calculation of implication and outcome that the previous version 

of himself would have run. He was present in the call in the way the morning of 

the accounting had been practice for.

"Okay," he said. "Thank you for telling me."

A pause. Then:

"I am still not ready for anything specific. I want to say that clearly. But I 

wanted to stop letting the silence be the only thing between us."

"I understand. And Hana — the fight. I am sorry. I should have been more 

present in that moment. I should not have made it harder when you were 

already working hard."

The  silence  that  followed  was  the  silence  of  a  person  receiving  an 

acknowledgment that was accurate and that they had been waiting for without 

knowing they were waiting for it. He let the silence be.

"I know," she said quietly. "I know you know now."

They talked for twenty minutes. About ordinary things — her project, his work, 

Omar and the book he was currently arguing with. The ordinary things, said 

between two people for whom the ordinary things were available again after a 

period of their unavailability.
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When the call ended he sat at his desk for a long time. Not reconstructing it, not 

building scenarios around it. Simply sitting with the quality of it — the specific 

quality of something that is not a beginning and not an ending but the thing 

between: the reopening of a possibility that had been held as closed.

He opened the drawer. He looked at the pencil.

He closed the drawer.

Perhaps this is what some stories are: not the heroic arc, not the loss  

and the recovery, not the clean ending that resolves what was  

unresolved. Perhaps some stories are the account of a person learning,  

slowly and at considerable cost, to stay in the thing rather than manage  

it from a distance. Learning to be present rather than careful. Learning  

that the middle — inhabited honestly, without the management, without  

the exit through the side door — is where everything actually happens,  

and that everything actually happening is worth more than anything the  

managing has ever produced.

The middle.

He was in it.

He was staying.
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AFTERWORD
A Note on Zakariya

――――――――――――――――――

Zakariya is not a real person. Or rather: he is assembled from real things — from 

the texture of a city that does not make sentiment easy, from the pattern of a 

person  who  feels  clearly  and  speaks  late,  from  the  experience  of  changing 

yourself for someone who was already leaving, of falling for the friend's sister, of 

fighting at the wrong moment and waiting for the wrong reason.

These things are real. The person assembled from them is fiction, which is what 

fiction is: the arrangement of real material into a life that did not exist before the 

arranging.

What I wanted to write was the story of a person who was not a villain and not a 

hero and not the protagonist of a redemption arc but simply someone who kept 

making the same mistake from different  angles  until  he  could see it  clearly 

enough  to  name  it.  The  naming  is  not  the  resolution.  The  naming  is  the 

precondition for the resolution that may or may not arrive.

Zakariya means: the one who remembers.

He remembers everything.

If something in his remembering is useful to the person reading this — not as 

instruction, not as a lesson to be extracted and applied, but as the recognition of 



What I Should Have Said  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     54

a shape that some people's interior lives take: good. That is what the story was 

written for. Not to solve the shape. To make it visible.

If you recognized it: you are not alone in it.

If you did not: now you know it exists.

Either way, the story has done what stories can do.

— Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri

――――――――――――――――――

Zakariya means: the one who remembers.

He remembered everything.

That was the problem.

That was also, eventually, the beginning of the solution.

――――――――――――――――――


